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Dismantling the autonomy of the Honduran military has created such strong dissension in the
officer corps that senior officers are publicly denouncing the Armed Forces chief for "selling out"
to civilian authorities and accusing him of diversion of funds. The demilitarization process in
Honduras has so far deprived the Armed Forces of conscription, its secret police, and control of the
national police and the telephone company (see NotiSur, 12/07/93 and 06/03/94).
In mid-September, President Carlos Flores sent the National Assembly a bill amending the
Constitution to eliminate the post of Armed Forces chief and turn control of the military over to the
civilian Defense Ministry. In addition to losing autonomy within the political structure, the Armed
Forces will also be subjected to civilian control of its budget and business activities. Also eliminated
will be its Consejo Superior, comprising 35 colonels and battalion and air-unit commanders. Flores
said the amendment had to be passed this year or Honduras would lose the chance to restore
military power to civilian control. "It's now or never," he said.
Under heavy pressure from the administration, the Assembly passed the amendment on Sept. 19
and is expected to ratify it in the final debate during the session beginning in January. The rumors
of unrest and factionalism in the officer corps that have accompanied the process of placing the
Armed Forces under civilian control were routinely denied by Armed Forces chief Gen. Mario
Hung Pacheco (see NotiCen, 08/20/98). But as the Assembly began considering the amendment,
dissident officers took details of the internal crisis to the media and Hung Pacheco was forced to
admit "friction" in the middle ranks of the officer corps. He said some officers had formed cells to
spy on one another, to undermine his authority, and to further their chances of promotion.
The dissidents, led by Col. Efrain Gutierrez, accused Hung Pacheco of "collaborating" in the
surrender of the military to civilian control. They held a series of rancorous meetings with Hung
Pacheco when the legislation was first discussed. Details supplied by dissidents of two such
meetings in August were broadcast on a local radio station. They showed that the dissident faction
was concerned about stalled promotions and the loss of various privileges acquired during four
decades of military autonomy.
One officer told the newspaper La Prensa that the officer corps was upset that it was not consulted
before the legislation was sent to the Assembly, and it wanted the loss of autonomy to be postponed.
While Gutierrez emerged as the most outspoken of the officers critical of Hung Pacheco, his position
on ending military autonomy is unclear. Sources inside the officer corps say he has tried to promote
himself as the next minister of defense. At stake in the internal struggle is control of the new military
structure. If, as expected, Hung Pacheco is the last Armed Forces chief, the top military officer under
the coming civilian control will be the head of the joint command staff (Estado Mayor Conjunto).
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In the skirmishes for key posts in the new structure, some mid-level officers, such as Col.
Gutierrez, who now sit or expect to sit on the Consejo Superior, could be pushed into retirement
or administrative dead ends. The disappearance of the advanced-rank posts associated with the
military's autonomy gives the struggle a generational character as mid- level officers see their career
aspirations blocked by more senior officers partial to Hung Pacheco. Throughout his three years
in office, Hung Pacheco has accepted the principle of civilian control, while fighting without much
success for a return to conscription and for bigger military budgets.
Now media reports of the internal struggles make it clear he has rejected proposals from dissidents
to press for postponement of civilian control. It's "not negotiable," he said. "The Armed Forces must
accept that times have changed and that, if we fail to adapt to global transformations, we run the risk
of disappearing like the dinosaurs." During the public quarrel among the military factions, Hung
Pacheco denied accusations from what he called cells of ambitious officers that he contributed US
$600,000 in Armed Forces funds to the campaign of Partido Nacional (PN) presidential candidate
Nora de Melgar. Under other circumstances, a contribution of that kind might have been considered
an act of loyalty to the Armed Forces because the PN has fought against civilianizing control of the
military.

Prosecutors investigating accusations against military chief
The accusations against Hung Pacheco have brought the inevitable calls for an investigation, raising
the possibility that the internal dissention over the civilianizing process might result in a rash of
investigations into Armed Forces corruption and the support the high command has given fugitive
officers wanted on charges of human rights abuses (see NotiSur, 08/04/95, 08/25/95, NotiCen,
01/29/98). Col. Gutierrez has given a statement to the Special Anti- Corruption Prosecutor on the
alleged campaign contribution and on another charge made by some dissidents that Hung Pacheco
took a kickback from the sale of the military-owned Industria Cementera Hondurena (INCEHSA).
A spokesperson for the Anti-Corruption Prosecutor said that, besides Gutierrez, five other officers
in the dissident group would be questioned about the alleged irregularities. He said investigations
of illicit enrichment by various officers were also underway. Meanwhile, the military is considering
investigations of its own into the dissident ranks. Armed Forces spokesman Guillermo Pagan
Solorzano announced that officers who broke military discipline by airing political views in the
media could be dishonorably discharged. A communique issued by Hung Pacheco's office warned
officers to abstain from going public with their differences to "satisfy personal interests."
The clampdown on expressions of dissent brought a rejoinder from Ramon Custodio, president
of the Comite para la Defensa de los Derechos Humanos en Honduras (CODEH), who advised
that if Hung Pacheco "imposes the rule of silence he ought to start by giving an example of it
himself." [Sources: Inter Press Service, 09/23/98; Notimex, 09/18/98, 09/19/98, 09/24/98, 09/26/98; El
Tiempo (Honduras), 09/25/98, 09/28/98; La Prensa (Honduras), 09/23/98, 09/24/98, 09/30/98]
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